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early days the flat-rate was sometimes the same for the
whole colony. It was usually fixed at a sum roughly equal
to a month's wages of an unskilled labourer, and this worked
out in practice at anything from 43. to 255.
The flat-rate money tax of this sort has had important
effects. Unlike income tax, which is assessed on money
actually received, the poll and hut taxes are based on
earning power, and have to be paid by all irrespective of
the amount of money each has earned. Their first effect
was therefore to force people to work for money, at least for
part of each year, either by growing crops for sale or by
becoming wage-labourers on mines, plantations, or in the
service of government. Wage-earning usually meant leav-
ing home in search of work, but in any case the introduc-
tion of a money tax was a first cause of some of to-day's
most pressing economic problems. Cash cropping has led
to the misuse of land through overcultivation. Wage-earn-
ing has had a bad effect, not only on village agriculture,
but also on rural social life.l It should be noted, however,
that the money tax has long since ceased to be the only
cause of these evils. Except in a few areas the desire to buy
imported goods now provides an equally strong reason for
earning money.
The flat-rate tax has many disadvantages, but it was the
only practicable form of taxation in the early days of
British rule. Most colonies were economically undeveloped.
There was little or no trade, crafts were few and primitive,
nearly all labour was unskilled, and there was no educated
professional and commercial middle class. Thus the earn-
ing power of individuals varied little, and the chief dif-
ferences were due more to age and ill health than to educa-
tion and ability. The flat-rate tax was therefore less unjust
than would appear at first sight, and it had the great ad-
vantage that it was easy to assess and collect, Government
1 These topics are discussed at some length in Part I.